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Abstract 
This article examines the results of a study conducted of the top 100 public sector units in 
Sweden. These units are comprised of entities of government, municipalities, and county 
councils. The aim of the study was to examine and describe the commitment to codes of 
ethics in these Swedish public sector units. This article reports on the responses of those 
public sector units that possessed a code of ethics. The construct of commitment was 
measured by a consideration of the inputs, objectives and outputs of the code across six areas. 
The commitment to codes of ethics has an interest for those involved in the public sector in 
Sweden and society in general. Most public sector units are in the early stages of 
development and assimilation into overall ethics policies in code artefacts. On a specific level 
there are customized codes of ethics that are not always documented in a generic artefact. 
Theoretical and managerial implications are provided. Furthermore, suggestions for further 
research are proposed. 
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Introduction 
Business ethics has been the subject of extensive research and debate in the USA since the 
early 1960s (Baumhart, 1961; Benson, 1989; De George, 1987). It is not a new phenomenon, 
but one that comes to prominence periodically as corporate practices that are out of alignment 
with the acceptable current societal mores expected of business are revealed. When 
companies of the prominence of Enron and Arthur Andersen are thrust into the headlines for 
their alleged malpractices, then the repercussions of such notoriety reverberate around the 
world. Organizations become introspective and wonder if they could suffer a similar fate, 
while consumers and society become more cautious and overtly belligerent in their dealings 
with the corporate world. All large businesses are tainted by the vague association that they 
too are large entities that may well have embedded within them the endemic ethical 
corruption that has surfaced in a few renegade corporations. These sharp practices bring all 
corporate sector entities in all industrialized countries around the world into their society's 
spotlight. Companies are tainted by association in the global system of business that we are 
now subjected to on a daily and on an ongoing basis. Organizations tend to feel the need to 
declare their innocence for activities that they may not have perpetrated, but in order to 
restore consumer and societal confidence they need to be perceived as being proactive in this 
area of business ethics and corporate governance. This desire is not limited to just 
organizations operating in the private sectors of an economy, but there is also a flow on effect 
to those organizations operating in the public sector. These organizations also need to 
develop business ethics programs, as much to reassure themselves as their consumers that 
their operations are always well intentioned. 
Numerous writers have proposed the notion that a code of ethics should exist as a means of 
enhancing the ethical environment of an organization. The establishment of a code of ethics 
is seen as one of the initial indicators that a company is beginning to focus on ethical 
behavior. It is the artefact that announces to all, an interest by an organization in business 
ethics (Adams et al., 2001; Fraedrich, 1992; Gellerman, 1989; Harrington, 1991; Laczniak 
and Murphy, 1991; Sims, 1991; Somers, 2001; Stoner, 1989). 
Since the early 1960s in the USA, there has been a range of codes of ethics in many 
companies (Baumhart, 1961; Benson, 1989; De George, 1987). Yet, codes of conduct were in 
evidence around 1900 (Wiley, 1995). Companies such as JC Penney have a code that 
predates the First World War (Adams et al., 2001). In Britain, the development of codes 
occurred later in the last century, more as a response to the stock market crashes of the late 
1980s than anything else (Donaldson and Davis, 1990; Maclagan, 1992; Mahoney, 1990; 
Schlegelmilch, 1989). It has been suggested that organizations implement codes because they 
value them and perceive that they are important to the organization (Adams et al., 2001; 
Somers, 2001; Wotruba et al., 2001). If organizations do have this view of their codes, then 
surely they should be committed to them. 
In Sweden, the use of codes of ethics is still problematic as prior to this study research has 
not been conducted in this area. One study has been published in the wider area of private 
sector business ethics (Brytting, 1997), but it appears that there has been nothing specifically 
done on codes of ethics in the public sector of Sweden. Therefore, the objective of this 
research is to describe the commitment to business ethics of the organizations in the public 
sector in Sweden. 
Operationalization of the construct of commitment to codes of ethics 
The construct of commitment to codes of ethics is integral to this research. Commitment is 
not a simple idea that can be quantified easily. It is a complex construct that embraces a 
number of elements. A code can be seen as the first indicator of commitment, but the 
existence of a code is not of and in itself enough to ensure ethical behavior by staff. Nor does 
a code guarantee an ethical corporate culture. 
This notion of a commitment to codes of ethics draws on the work of Wood (2002) and 
Wood and Rimmer (2003). Wood (2002) proposed a partnership model of corporate ethics 
based on commitment and partnerships. This model examined the various layers of 
partnership and commitment that are required by organizations to ensure that the ethical ethos 
of the organization permeates all that the organization does. Wood and Rimmer (2003) built 
on this earlier work of Wood (2002). Wood and Rimmer (2003) examined this construct of 
commitment and concluded that organizations can examine their commitment to codes of 
ethics by considering five major areas. Each one acts as a part of the whole measure of 
commitment to codes of ethics. Table I highlights these issues that appear to be critical to 
ensuring commitment to codes. 
The first level of commitment can be signified at a threshold level by having a code, but is it 
enough to just have a code? Wood and Rimmer (2003) contend that having a code is not of 
itself enough to ensure that an organization has a commitment to the code. The code needs to 
be intertwined into the life of the organization. It should be the catalyst for an entire program 
of business ethics within organizations that attempts to try to foster better practices within the 
organization and with those companies with whom the company interacts. 
The next level examines the ways in which organizations develop their codes. Who 
developed these codes and why? Wood and Rimmer (2003) conclude that “broad-based” 
involvement and customization are taken to be more indicative of higher corporate 
commitment than a code that is imposed or borrowed. 
A third area concerns the measures in place within organizations to assist the implementation 
of a code. A range of measures should be in place including the education given to new 
employees at the time of induction, use in strategic planning, use in staff performance 
appraisal and the protection of whistleblowers. These activities should include the provision 
of ethics education committees, ethics audits, an ombudsman and the provision of ongoing 
ethics education for staff. By examining the existence of these supporting mechanisms Wood 
and Rimmer (2003) believe that it should be possible to distinguish whether or not firms with 
a code have a high commitment to that code. 
The fourth area concerns communication. High commitment to the code is taken to be 
signified by communication to both internal stakeholders (board, managers and employees) 
and external stakeholders (customers, shareholders and other interested and/or effected 
stakeholders). Wood and Rimmer (2003) write that where a code is communicated solely to 
external stakeholders its purpose might be to improve public relations rather than ethical 
conduct. Where it is only communicated internally it may be an attempt at behavioral control 
rather than ethical guidance. Where it is not publicized at all it may have no role. Obviously, 
to communicate it to all stakeholders is the desired method and shows a higher commitment 
to the ideals of being ethical. 
The final issue concerns the perceived value of codes of ethics. When companies consider a 
code of ethics assists with profitability and/or the resolution of ethical problems, or aids in 
some other fashion, one could assume that the company will be more committed to the code 
than if it is held irrelevant to these outcomes. A concern, however, is that a focus on 
profitability should not be the sole end, as it will engender the wrong message about the 
reasons or the means for pursuing ethical business practices. Profitability should be 
considered as a result of having a code, but never be the aim of having a code, as such a 
mercenary focus may be viewed as a sinister manipulation of the concept of business ethics 
(Wood and Rimmer, 2003). 
The construct of commitment to ethics in the public sector of Sweden was operationalized by 
consideration of the inputs, objectives and outputs of the code across six areas: incidence, 
development, implementation, communication, reasons for the code and perceived benefits 
(see Figure 1). 
The commitment to the code of ethics is operationalized in terms of the following elements 
(Figure 1): 
 Inputs – Tables II-XXIV (the commitment of time and resources in developing, 
implementing and communicating the code). 
 Objectives – Table XXV (the role the code plays in terms of prescribing ethical 
behavior for internal and external publics, or a potential code in the future). 
 Outputs – Tables XXVI and XXVII (the perceived benefits which flow from the 
code). 
Six areas of questioning were asked (Table I). The intent of these questions was as follows. 
First, how common are codes of ethics? Second, who was involved in the development of 
these codes and why? Third, how are they implemented? Fourth, do public sector units 
inform internal and external publics of the codes? Fifth, what are the reasons for the codes? 
Sixth, what are the prescribed benefits of codes? 
Methodology 
At the end of 2002, a three-stage research procedure was used and conducted in order to 
evaluate the use of codes of ethics in the public sector of Sweden. The public sector in 
Sweden is divided into three categories of public sector units: entities of government, county 
councils, and municipalities. First, a questionnaire was sent to the principal human resource 
(HR) manager of the top 100 Swedish public sector units (based on revenue) operating in the 
public sector (SCB, 2002); units that, for several reasons such as size of turnover, employee 
numbers and profile, are more probable to have developed a formal code of ethics (Brytting, 
1997). 
The HR managers were selected based on previous work by Wood (2000) who sent a similar 
study to public relations managers in Australia. Wood (2000) had noticed that previous 
studies of codes of ethics around the world had been sent to chief executive officers (CEOs), 
with in many cases response rates of lower than 50 percent. In 2000, Wood received a 
response rate of 68 percent to his survey. He had chosen public relations managers as in his 
opinion they were more likely to respond to this issue than CEOs, who would just push the 
inquiry down to other parts of the organization. In Sweden, public relations managers are not 
as abundant and the business ethics function, if there is one, tends to rest with the HR 
managers. Hence, it was decided to survey HR managers. The response rate achieved (i.e. 83 
percent) would seem to vindicate this choice. 
The aim of the questionnaire was also to obtain from the participants a copy of their code of 
ethics artefact, if they had one. These public sector units were asked to answer up to 29 
questions about the methods used by their organizations to inculcate an ethical ethos into the 
daily operations of the organization, its leadership and its employees. The second stage 
involved content analyses of the codes of ethics artefacts supplied by the survey participants. 
The third stage involved a more detailed follow-up of a smaller group of public sector units 
that appeared to be close to or to represent the best practice of codes of ethics in the public 
sector in Sweden. Findings for Stage 1 of the research are reported in this article. 
The package sent to each of the public sector units contained a covering letter and a 
questionnaire. The package was sent to the principal HR manager in each public sector unit 
rather than the top leadership. This was done in the hope that HR professionals are focused 
on ethical concerns and that they may have been more knowledgeable and committed to the 
task at hand than other organizational functionaries. Each respondent was assured of 
complete anonymity as the results were to be aggregated. 
A substantial amount of work was performed in the preparation, implementation, control and 
conclusion of the mail survey. Each respondent at each public sector unit was initially 
contacted by telephone in order to confirm their appropriateness to respond to the 
questionnaire, and eventually to promote the importance of the survey. Each respondent was 
also briefly introduced to the research project to stimulate his or her interest and willingness 
to participate in the survey. Those HR managers who initially did not answer the 
questionnaire were contacted again by telephone in order to stimulate their interest to fill in 
the required answers. The close attention to this part of the research led also to the 
achievement of the high response rate. 
The incidence of codes 
This section focuses on the frequency of code usage amongst large public sector units. The 
response rate was 83 percent with 83 out of 100 public sector units returning the completed 
questionnaire. 27 out of 83 (32.5 percent) public sector units had a code. The response rate 
per public sector unit was: 
 (82.5 percent) entities of government; 
 (92.5 percent) municipalities; and 
 (65 percent) county councils. 
It is of interest, and perhaps not surprising, that at the highest level of government codes were 
slightly more prevalent (14/33: 42.4 percent) than at the next level of government (5/13:38.5 
percent) and that the lowest level of code existence was found in the lowest level of 
government: municipalities (8/37:21.6 percent). Code development is to be expected in larger 
public sector units more as a feature of their size and significance to the community than 
anything else. 
The incidence of codes in the population (of 100) suggested by this survey (32.5 percent) is 
much lower than Berenbeim's (1995) USA study finding in corporate America that over 84 
percent of US companies had codes of ethics. A complementary study by these same authors 
in the Swedish private sector found that 55.6 percent of corporations in Sweden had a code. 
Hence, there appears to be a lag behind the corporate sector in terms of code development in 
public sector Sweden. 
It would appear that the majority of codes (81.5 percent) have been constructed in the last six 
years. This phenomenon may signify an awakening in public Sweden of the need for a code 
of ethics. Only 7.4 percent of companies with codes cannot say when the code was developed 
suggesting that the establishment of most of the codes has been done in “recent corporate 
memory”. 
The development of codes 
This section focuses on the development of code usage among large public sector units. The 
development of a code is an important task for any organization for its code will be the 
document that showcases the ethos for which the public sector unit claims that it stands. The 
code will be the face of the public sector unit to its employees, customers, suppliers and 
outside stakeholders. Time needs to be taken to frame the document, because in essence it 
makes a statement to the world about the public sector unit's values, its aspirations and as 
whom it sees itself collectively. 
Raiborn and Payne (1990) and Stead et al. (1990) suggest that if everyone was involved in 
the development and consultation process, then codes would be viewed as more relevant by 
all members of staff. If one involves all of the staff then there is a collective sharing of ideas 
and an implied degree of joint ownership among all employees, that it is their code and not 
one imposed from above by senior management. 
The individuals involved in code establishment are ranked as such (see Table II): 
 CEOs (63 percent); 
 board of directors (63 percent); 
 senior managers (51.9 percent); and 
 other staff (14.8 percent). 
It is to be expected that the boards and CEOs, which have responsibility in public sector units 
for overseeing the policies of the organization, are involved more than the senior managers of 
the organizations. The involvement by senior staff in establishing and adopting the code is 
undeniable, but the CEO should manage the organization under the guidance of the board. 
Customers are rarely consulted (3.7 percent) and the staff members who are not senior 
management (14.8 percent) appear not to play a large role in the establishment of the code. 
The initiatives and responsibility appear to rest with CEOs and boards of directors that are 
then supported by senior managers. 
As previously stated, if the staff members do not feel an ownership in respect to the code, 
then they may not accept it as readily as if they were a part of its development. This lack of 
staff involvement is a lost opportunity for consensus and ownership of the code and starts the 
journey off on the wrong foot. It can highlight to staff, in a less than subtle manner, that one's 
ability to contribute to an ethical debate and direction for the organization is predicated on 
one's management position. At this early stage in the process of establishing an ethical 
culture, there is the risk of artificial barriers being erected among staff and a chance for 
cynicism to develop. 
Similarly, the exclusion of external stakeholders such as customers from the preparation of 
the code may reduce not only its influence on them, but also its acceptance by them. Not to 
involve these people in the establishment of the code means that a possible opportunity for 
the company to obtain outside involvement is not brought to fruition. Outside people can 
often shed a different perspective on the corporation and thus, open up new perspectives for 
the company to consider (Wood, 2002). 
Public sector units were asked about the time lines to develop their codes (see Table III). The 
researchers were interested in whether there were any apparent patterns of code development 
that emerged. When the respondent knew when their code was developed, it was usually in 
less than two years (66.6 percent). In fact, 40.7 percent of the codes were developed within a 
year. These documents appear to be ones over which organizations do not linger. Once the 
decision has been made to establish a code, then these organizations get on and do it. 
The implementation of codes 
This section focuses on the implementation of code usage among large public sector units. 
The methods that public sector units institute to implement their codes tend to reveal their 
level of commitment to the process. If they adapt existing processes, then that is an indicator 
of one level of commitment, but if they create new processes to assist in code 
implementation, then one could say that this was evidence of a higher level of commitment. 
The adaption of existing processes can relate to communication with employees, induction, 
discipline, staff appraisal, and strategic planning. If the public sector unit introduces new 
initiatives such as an ombudsman, whistleblowing protection for employees, ethics 
committees, ethics education committees and ethics education, then one could say that a 
higher level of commitment has been achieved (Wood and Rimmer, 2003). 
Communication to employees 
Induction (55.6 percent), training in it (44.4 percent) and a booklet (48.1 percent) are the 
major methods of code communication to employees (see Table IV). Other areas of 
significance are electronic communication (37 percent) and internal publications (37 percent). 
The fact that 96 percent of public sector units communicate their codes to employees is as 
one would hope. The concern is that many companies may just hand out a booklet and that 
there is then minimal follow up and discussion of the principles contained within it. Booklets 
also have a tendency to be either ignored, filed, or even discarded. This phenomenon in itself 
can lead to employees not fully appreciating the significance of the ethics document. 
Staff induction 
The major ways of inducting new staff (see Table V) are “training and discussion” (51.9 
percent) and “to issue a copy of the booklet” containing the code (44.4 percent). 
The use of training and discussion is a preferred option to just distributing a booklet 
containing the code. Training and discussion enables the staff to engage with the ethos of the 
code in an interactive and proactive manner. They can discuss the code with their peers and 
others and subsequently develop opinions grounded on their own experiences. The impact 
that the public sector unit wants the code to make on the employee may be lost if the attention 
required is not given at the time of induction. How is the employee meant to know that the 
code is important if it is not discussed or education given in its nuances? 
Consequences for a breach of the code 
A number of writers contend that within a code of ethics one should outline enforcement 
provisions for those individuals who do not uphold the code. (Sims, 1991; Fraedrich, 1992; 
Stoner, 1989; Hegarty and Sims, 1979). The concern here is that consequences for a breach, 
one hopes, are not just placed in the code as a public relations exercise, but are implemented 
in all good faith as a measure of commitment to the ethos of the code and the betterment of 
the organization. The pubic sector unit, by having procedures for a breach of the code, signals 
to employees the significance of the need to abide by the code for both themselves and the 
organization. 
Almost half (44.4 percent) of the public sector units do have consequences for a breach of the 
code and just over half do not have consequences for a breach (see Table VI). 
The second part of this question asked the public sector units to clarify the nature of the 
consequences of the breach. One gets a “verbal warning” (100 percent) and “formal 
reprimand” (66.7 percent) as the preferred public sector choices of disapproval at the 
employee's actions (see Table VII). The ultimate weapon against the employee is “cessation 
of employment” (33.3 percent) and “legal action” (33.3 percent). It would appear that these 
courses of action are ones that are not as acceptable in Swedish public sector units as the 
other options available. 
The Swedish management style is more one of participatory management, where employees 
are coached and coaxed into doing the “right thing”. The manager is not seen as the all 
powerful disciplinarian, as may be the case in other cultures, but the cultural management 
focus is more on playing the role of a mentor to lead and guide the staff members to their 
own enlightenment and self-correction in the areas where their performance may be lacking. 
This approach to management may in itself account for the fact that less than 50 percent of 
public sector units have consequences for a breach. 
Employee appraisal 
Public sector units were asked whether their organization attempted to assess an employee's 
ethical performances as a part of the employee appraisal system (see Table VIII). 
The major response is that an employee's ethical performance is not assessed (51.9 percent). 
It would appear that in Sweden that some public sector units do want to be controlling of 
their employees by subjecting them to a level of scrutiny in this area, but many others do not. 
This is an interesting finding in that if a public sector unit sets a goal in most areas of its 
operations, it would usually check to see that the employee is adhering to public sector unit 
standards. One would assume that ethical behavior should be no different. 
If an employee appraisal re one's ethics is practised then a review (see Table IX) by superiors 
is practised (58.3 percent). Yet, it must be acknowledged that the sample size is only 12 
public sector units. This in itself reveals that this type of practice may not be widespread in 
Swedish public sector units. Even so, there are some concerns raised with these figures (see 
Table VIII). If only 1 public sector unit, or 8.3 percent of the sample, evaluates ethical 
performance against formal public sector unit standards then there is reason for concern. If 
there are no formal standards in the other 91.7 percent of public sector units in Sweden, then 
against what criteria would the assessment of staff performance be compared? 
Employee appraisal is an area in which one must try to be as objective as possible. However, 
not having formal guidelines for appraisal places all parties in a difficult position. Both 
supervisors and employees could suffer through the assessment that may adversely affect 
them, but against which neither party can compare to formal guidelines in order to be able 
either to substantiate or refute the assessment. 
Whistleblowing procedures 
The researchers were interested in this area, because if public sector units are going to expect 
ethical behavior from their employees then whistleblowing (someone who reports 
wrongdoing by the organization) should be considered by the organization (Grace and Cohen, 
1998; Wood, 2002). It should be considered, because if standards are to be set, one needs 
ways to ensure that violations or breaches can be reported, reviewed and corrected. 
In Sweden this element appears not to be considered by virtually any of the public sector 
units (see Table X). This figure of 7.4 percent is a concern. Employees should feel secure in 
the knowledge that they can report what they perceive as wrongdoing by their public sector 
unit or others within the public sector unit. To not have such safeguards in place for staff, 
leaves genuine individuals exposed and does not promote a confidence in them to report their 
concerns. 
The use of codes of ethics in strategic planning 
If the company is serious about inculcating ethics into the organization, then ethics should be 
an integral part of the strategic planning process (Harrington, 1991; Robin and Reidenbach, 
1987). Organizations should consider and review their plans in light of the ethical principles 
that the public sector unit believes that it should practise and on which it has predicated its 
decisions in respect to its participation in society. The researchers’ intent in asking this 
question was to test this link between the code and its use in the strategic planning process. 
It is good to see that 63 percent of public sector units use their codes in respect to their 
strategic planning (see Table XI). The “don't know” response of 7.4 percent is low. This 
could imply that as people “don't know” if it is happening, then the chance may well be that it 
may not be happening. 
If a code is the document that will showcase the ethos of the organization to the world, then 
surely public sector units must compare this ethos of the code against the intentions of the 
strategic plan; for it is the strategic plan that sets the actions of the public sector unit. Not to 
examine the plan in the light of the ethos of the code, is a lost opportunity on behalf of the 
organization. The code could be used in a tangible way in order to highlight potential 
conflicts between the public sector unit's philosophy and its application of that philosophy in 
its marketplace. Such a consideration ensures that rhetoric matches reality and that 
consistency of word and deed is maintained. 
The interesting and puzzling situation is that just less than 17.7 percent (11.8 percent + 5.9 
percent) of Swedish public sector units compare their finished strategic plan against their 
code (see Table XII). It is fascinating that public sector units which realize the need to align 
their codes with strategic planning do not make that final comparison. What if the plans and 
the codes are incongruous? Surely a check should be obligatory as just good public 
governance. At this stage, if one checks the plan against the ethos of the code, then public 
sector units can become aware of areas of potential concern in the society and take actions to 
prevent a problem occurring, rather than then having to take remedial action after the plan is 
put in place and problems then arise. It is difficult to regain public confidence after one has 
lost it. Not to make the comparison prior to endorsing the strategic plan is a procedural 
problem and an omission that is fraught with danger. 
A standing ethics committee 
This question was asked to see whether this construct, that is used in US companies and 
recommended by a number of writers (Center for Business Ethics, 1986; McDonald and 
Zepp, 1989; Weber, 1981), has actually been incorporated by public sector units in Sweden. 
In Sweden 85.2 percent of public sector units do not have a standing ethics committee (see 
Table XIII). Only 14.8 percent have one. If ethics is important, then surely public sector units 
should communicate this fact by having designated ethics committees that are seen by all. 
Not to have a committee, signals to the organization and other stakeholders that the public 
sector unit may not see ethics as an important enough area to warrant such attention. 
An ethics training committee and ethics training 
The two areas of ethics training committee and ethics training are linked from a theoretical 
perspective because of the researchers’ belief that one cannot just expect individuals to be 
ethical to the level of the public sector unit's expectations without having some involvement 
with training. Such a committee can provide a conducive environment in which employees 
can engage in discussion and have education in ethics in situations that they might face whilst 
in the public sector unit's employ (Center for Business Ethics, 1986; Harrington, 1991; 
Maclagan, 1992; McDonald and Zepp, 1989, 1990; Murphy, 1989; Sims, 1992; Weber, 
1981). 
It is a concern that only one in 27 (3.7 percent) of respondents in the public sector in Sweden 
has an ethics training committee (see Table XIV). This figure is very low if public sector 
units are serious about inculcating ethics into the work force. A designated committee set up 
for the specific purpose of ethics training and the discussion of relevant issues, the 
researchers contend, flags to employees of the public sector units the sincerity of the public 
sector unit to pursue ethical principles. Not to have one also makes it quite clear to employees 
and other stakeholders that the public sector unit may not see this area as one of importance. 
Just over 50 percent of the public sector units have ethics training (see Table XV), which 
means that nearly half of the public sector units do not have ethics training. The inculcation 
of ethical values into an organization is not an easy process. The staff have to be given the 
opportunity to engage with the ethics document and to discuss, to examine and to question 
the values of the public sector unit that are placed before them. Each person approaches the 
organization with different values and perspectives on the world and what they may perceive 
as acceptable and unacceptable conduct. Training in ethics at the time of induction is not 
enough. At induction time, the employee is usually bombarded with many new ideas, 
philosophies and rules and regulations and as such they are often overwhelmed. Osmotic 
transfer of the public sector unit's ethical values does not just occur. Staff cannot be left to 
their own devices in this area (Wood, 2002). Training needs to be ongoing as ethics and 
people's perceptions of acceptable and unacceptable conduct evolve over time. 
An ombudsman 
This area of inquiry has a definite relationship with the issue of whistleblowing. If a public 
sector unit has a person designated as a confidante to whom staff can go with ethical concerns 
then, hopefully, it will foster employees to volunteer information about unethical practices 
that they perceive are detrimental to the organization. 
If the role of an ombudsman was set up with the specific purpose of protecting 
whistleblowers and resolving the concerns that they raise, then the public sector unit may not 
only have ethical guidelines, but they may be able to see the actual implementation of these 
guidelines come to fruition. 
The fact that 88.9 percent of public sector units do not have such a person is disturbing (see 
Table XVI). To whom do staff members go with their concerns? The obvious answer is the 
person's supervisor, but research shows that it is often the supervisor who is at the center of 
the ethical conflict that the staff member wishes to resolve (Baumhart, 1961; Brenner and 
Molander, 1977). This lack of a designated person leaves the staff and the organization 
vulnerable. 
Ethical evaluations 
Organizations use evaluations in various facets of their operations in order to monitor the 
adherence by their various staff units to the policies and guidelines of the public sector unit. 
Ethics should be one such area in which evaluations and/or audits are used to determine if 
employees are following the policies and ethical ethos of the public sector unit. 
An overwhelming majority of public sector units do not conduct an ethical evaluation of their 
business (85.2 percent) (see Table XVII). This response rate may well be a feature of the 
Swedish perspective of trusting employees to be self sufficient in their jobs, and therefore the 
managers may perceive that there is no need for an ethical evaluation because, as a matter of 
course, staff will pursue the right practices in the right situations. This is an admirable 
philosophy if it is the reason for the absence of an ethical evaluation of the unit's operations, 
but it is one that is also fraught with danger. Not to check that what one is expecting to occur 
is occurring leaves the organization exposed to the vagaries of errant staff judgement, 
decisions and actions that in the end can haunt the organization long after the event has 
occurred. An evaluation does not have to be a draconian process, but one that is participatory 
and highlights to everyone that the unit is following its guidelines and principles as one 
would normally expect it to do. It allows all staff to develop to another higher level of 
confidence in the ethics evolution of their organization. 
When one investigates the special measures to support the inculcation of ethical values at the 
level of public sector units, there appears to be some shortfall. In particular, there appears to 
be a failure to use the supporting measures available to the public sector unit to model public 
culture. Whilst ethics training is widespread but nevertheless under-utilized (55.6 percent), 
the supporting measures of ethics committees (14.8 percent), ethics training committees (3.7 
percent), ombudsman (11.1 percent), an ethical audit (7.4 percent) and guidelines to protect 
whistleblowers (7.4 percent) appear to be nearly non-existent in public sector units that 
possess codes. This lack of utilization tends to suggest that public sector units in Sweden, as 
yet, have not developed a higher commitment to supporting ethics in their organizations’ 
operations. 
The communication of codes 
This section asks whether public sector units inform stakeholders of both the existence of a 
code and also of its content. Is the code a document that is shared with stakeholders outside 
of the public sector unit? (Benson, 1989; Fraedrich, 1992). There was an interest in 
discovering whether public sector units perceive that having an ethical commitment has 
assisted goal accomplishment. The link with stakeholders is that, it is the society that impacts 
on acceptability. It has been noted already that communication with employees is almost 
universal. More problematic is communication with external stakeholders, especially 
customers and suppliers. 
Informing customers and suppliers of codes 
Fraedrich (1992) believes that a code should have both an internal and an external focus. 
Benson (1989) also believes that outside publics should be considered when ethical issues are 
being discussed and policies are being framed. The questions in this section were designed to 
explore the individual public sector unit's interaction with the publics outside of the public 
sector unit. 
Nearly 30 percent of public sector units acknowledge that their customers are aware of the 
existence of their codes (see Table XVIII). This is a low figure and one that needs to be 
addressed. As public sector units are created to serve the constituent members of the society, 
then to not inform customers of the code is another lost opportunity. One could even charge 
that it is an abrogation of responsibility and commitment to the very publics for whom these 
units are set up to serve. 
When communicating the code to customers the use of informal methods (62.5 percent) was 
by far the highest individual category (see Table XIX). The reliance on informal methods 
raises the issue of an ad hoc approach, in that public sector units cannot be sure that the ethics 
policy is being communicated to customers. If it is done in an informal manner, then the 
depth of understanding by the customers may at best be superficial and at worst non-existent. 
With respect to supplier knowledge of the codes, just over one-third of public sector units 
(33.3 percent) acknowledge that their suppliers are aware of the existence of their codes (see 
Table XX). This is also a low figure and one that also needs to be addressed. 
Two-thirds of public sector units that communicate the code to suppliers do so in a formal 
manner (see Table XXI). It is of interest that public sector units communicate the code much 
more formally to suppliers (66.6 percent) than they do to their customers (12.5 percent). This 
is a large disparity. This difference could well be indicative of the difference in the power 
relationship that the public sector unit has with suppliers as compared to its customers. With 
suppliers, public sector units can be more in control, whereas with customers they are open 
more to the whims of the customers. Public sector units have power over suppliers from 
whom they may withdraw operations if performance is not satisfactory. However, in their 
relationship with customers, power usually lies with the customer. Hence, public sector units 
may have been reticent to reveal a code because of the fear that customers may have used a 
perceived disparity between the code and actual practice to criticise the organization. 
The reason for the codes 
In this section public sector units were asked for their reasons for developing a code of ethics 
(see Table XXII). 
The reasons given tend to center on “values, culture and philosophy” (66.7 percent), “staff 
integrity and behavior standards” (40.7 percent) and “adherence to policy, procedures and 
objectives” (29.6 percent). Public sector units appear to be wanting to instil values of the 
organization's philosophy into their staff, to govern staff behavior and in many cases, at the 
same time, wanting to formalise in the code of ethics the public sector unit's policies and 
procedures. These ideas, one could suggest, can be seen to be linked as one would hope that 
policy, procedures and objectives are aligned in public sector units with values, philosophy 
and culture and this can be done through the performance of the staff. 
The perceived benefits of codes 
In the previous sections of this paper, commitment has been viewed in terms of inputs: the 
areas of managerial time, implementation, resources, and communications that may signify 
whether a code is considered of marginal significance, or important to an organization's 
operation. Another perspective is to consider outputs. What benefits do public sector units 
expect to derive? If these are significant, commitment is more probable than if they believe 
that they do not derive any benefit. This is the issue of this section. 
Ethics and the accomplishment of goals 
The link between being ethical and the public sector unit's accomplishment of its goals is of 
interest. It is a debate about which it is difficult to be definitive, because there are so many 
variables and uncertainties and some would even debate whether a public sector unit should 
even consider the need to make a monetary contribution to the society. Yet, it is a question 
that needs to be asked in terms of goal accomplishment, in order to view the construct from 
the perspective of the public sector units surveyed. 
An effect of a code of ethics on the goal assessment was acknowledged by 74.1 percent of 
public sector units (see Table XXIII). This figure highlights that in the minds of those in 
public sector units that there is a link between being ethical and their performance in the 
marketplace. 
The listed effects of the code assisting the goals of the public sector unit 
Public sector units were then asked to list the effects on their organizations of having a code 
of ethics. The responses could be classified into a number of types. The responses centered 
around altruistic ideals such as being good public citizens; mercenary ideals that focused on 
improving the position of the public sector unit and regulatory ideals that were fixed on 
ensuring that the employees of the organizations were controlled and prevented from doing 
damage to the public sector unit. 
Public sector units pursue ethical practices and behaviors for a wide range of reasons: not all 
of these, it would appear, are based on the highest ethical philosophical considerations (see 
Table XXIV). Again, however, one must be cautionary in one's conclusions. Just because one 
has stated a benefit to being ethical that may be questionable, that does not necessarily mean 
that the public sector unit launched its ethics program based on that ideal. Individuals within 
the public sector unit, over time, may have seen this as a corollary benefit of being ethical in 
the first place. There are public sector units in the society who are concerned to be ethical and 
that go out of their way, it would appear, to implement ethical strategies and policies. 
Resolving ethical dilemmas in the society 
This question was designed to try to determine practical examples of the code being of use in 
the society with other organizations or individuals with whom the public sector unit has dealt. 
In Sweden, only 11.1 percent of public sector units used their code to resolve ethical 
dilemmas in the society (see Table XXV). The “don't know” response (37 percent) is almost 
as frequent as the “no” response (48.1 percent) in this answer. One could suggest that this 
area of implementation in the society is one on which many public sector units do not focus. 
Public sector units may have the ethics document and the policies, but may never assess the 
impact of them in the society. Another reason for the large “don't know” response could also 
be that the individuals who have answered the questionnaire could be removed from the daily 
operations of the society in which their public sector unit operates. A different set of 
responses may have been proffered if this question was specifically targeted at those 
individuals involved in public relations, or other departments who have daily contact with 
other organizations and individuals who trade with the public sector unit. 
An unexpected response was that so many respondents (85.1 percent) have collectively 
proffered either a “no” response or a “don't know” response. If codes are not resolving, or 
respondents just “don't know” if they are resolving ethical dilemmas in the society, then what 
are the codes used for in public sector units? Are codes of ethics, then, the inward regulatory 
documents as suggested by Mathews (1987) LeFebvre and Singh (1992) and Wood (2000) in 
respect to codes in the private sector or are public sector units just missing an opportunity to 
maximize their utilization? Or did the focus of the question on the marketplace confuse the 
respondents who may not have seen the marketplace as the relevant term from which they 
could offer a perspective of their organization's performance. However, why have a code if a 
code does not assist one in resolving ethical dilemmas in the society? Perhaps the code is 
assisting to resolve ethical dilemmas in the society, because the staff members are using its 
ethos subconsciously to solve daily dilemmas, but not consciously recognizing its effects on 
them. The responses to this question require further examination and make any conclusions at 
best speculative. 
Code effectiveness 
It would appear that, in general, public sector units do view the code as a somewhat effective 
document that appears to be assisting the public sector unit in its operations (see Table 
XXVI). 
In the public sector in Sweden, to have a figure of 66.7 percent of respondents giving a 
positive or better response to the value of their code highlights a belief in the worth of codes 
of ethics. Thus, it would appear that, in general, Swedish public sector units do view the code 
as an effective document that appears to be assisting the public sector unit in its operations. 
Yet, at the same time it is not an overwhelming endorsement of the worth of codes. 
It is of interest that in Table II, in which it was reported as to who was involved in the 
establishment of the codes, that 29.6 percent of public sector units said “others”. This raises 
the spectre of outside government interference from say politicians or more senior 
bureaucrats within the Swedish public sector system. In itself, this outside “encouragement” 
to develop a code may be counterproductive to the acceptance of the code within the 
organization and thus lead to a perception of its worth to the organization that is not as 
positive as it could or should be. Outside interference to develop a code could diminish the 
perception of internal relevance of that very code, devaluing the experience from the start in 
the minds of internal stakeholders. 
A code within the next two years 
The public sector units that did not have a code were asked of their intentions to establish a 
code within the next two years (see Table XXVII). 
The interest here was to see if it was an idea that was under consideration. The positive 
response rate was 25 percent. Based on these figures, it would appear that the movement 
towards having a code of ethics in the public sector in Sweden may well be rather slow. 
Theoretical and managerial implications 
The fact that the commitment to ethics is important in a public sector unit's operations means 
that the quality of public ethical commitment is crucial in the society. In this section, some 
theoretical and managerial implications are pinpointed in relation to a public sector unit's 
commitment to ethics. 
The quality of public ethical commitment 
The quality of public ethical commitment depends on the gap between internal and external 
ethical expectations of a public sector unit's operations (Figure 2). 
In a public sector context, the quality of public ethical commitment is satisfactory if there is 
no gap between the internal and external ethical expectations of a public sector unit's 
operations. No gap between the internal and external ethical expectations of the public sector 
unit's operations does not represent an ideal situation, since there is just a match on this issue. 
Preferably, there should be a positive gap indicating that the public sector unit's internal 
ethical expectations exceed the external ethical expectations of the public sector unit's 
operations. 
The see-saw model of the quality of public ethical commitment 
The gap between the internal and external ethical expectations of a public sector unit's 
operations influences the quality of public ethical commitment. In a public context it is 
necessary to at least maintain a balance between the internal and external ethical expectations 
of a public sector unit's operations in order to reduce the impact of a potentially poor quality 
of public ethical commitment. 
The importance of the relationship between the internal and external ethical expectations of a 
public sector unit's operations may be described through the see-saw model of the quality of 
public ethical commitment (Figure 3). On the one hand, if there are high internal ethical 
expectations and low external ethical expectations, then the quality of public ethical 
commitment is high (i.e. a positive dissonant quality). On the other hand, if there are low 
internal ethical expectations and high external ethical expectations, then the quality of public 
ethical commitment is low (i.e. a negative dissonant quality). The former is preferable, while 
the latter should be avoided, as otherwise, the public sector unit may suffer from a bad 
reputation in the society. Finally, if there is a balance between the internal and external 
ethical expectations, then by definition there is a congruent quality of public ethical 
commitment. This is satisfactory, but should be enhanced to reduce the risk of a future 
negative dissonant quality in the society. 
The commitment to public ethics is usually explored, if explored at all, in terms of internal 
ethical expectations (as in this research), but the simultaneous consideration of the external 
ethical expectations in the society (e.g. among citizens, suppliers and customers or other 
publics in the environment) is desirable. It is therefore important to extend the meaning of the 
quality of public ethical commitment to consider both internal and external ethical 
expectations caused by the gap (or dissonance) of a public sector unit's operations in the 
society. The negative dissonance quality may reduce the impact and success of a public 
sector unit's ethical commitment in the society, while the positive dissonance quality and the 
congruent quality may influence and enhance the unit's ultimate success in the society. This 
motivates the introduction of the three constructs of the quality of the public ethical 
commitment in a public sector context. 
A typology of commitment to public ethics situations 
A typology of the internal versus external ethical expectations of a public sector unit's 
operations is introduced (Figure 4) that classifies a set of situations of commitment to public 
ethics. The typology consists of two dimensions: 
1. the internal ethical expectations of a public sector unit's commitment to public ethics; 
and 
2. the external ethical expectations of a public sector unit's commitment to public ethics. 
Each dimension is divided into a high and low commitment to public ethics. 
The typology of commitment to public ethics situations focuses on the degree of equilibrium 
between the internal versus external ethical expectations of a public sector unit in the society. 
The typology consists of four cells (Figure 4). In each cell there is illustrated a dyadic 
commitment situation. Each situation in the typology has unique characteristics that separate 
them from each other. On the one hand, an antecedent public ethics situation signifies that a 
public sector unit's internal ethical expectations are high, while the external ethical 
expectations of the public sector unit are low (i.e. relatively). This is a preferable situation in 
the society, since the public sector unit's commitment to public ethics is exceeding the 
expectations of the society. The situation reflects a positive dissonant quality. On the other 
hand, a postcedent public ethics situation signifies that a public sector unit's internal ethical 
expectations are low, while the external ethical expectations of the public sector unit are high 
(i.e. relatively). This is a troublesome situation in the society, since the public sector unit's 
commitment to public ethics is insufficient and does not meet external expectations. The 
situation reflects negative dissonance quality. A parity public ethics situation signifies that 
there is a balance between a public sector unit's internal ethical expectations and the external 
ethical expectations of the public sector unit in the society (i.e. relatively). This is an 
acceptable situation in the society, since the public sector unit's commitment to public ethics 
is sufficient. The situation reflects a congruent quality. 
A hierarchy of priorities to a public sector unit's commitment to public ethics 
Two principal parameters, namely time and context, influence the dynamics of public ethics 
in the society. As time evolves public ethical standards change, and as context evolves public 
ethical standards change. These two parameters create, in conjunction, a generic conceptual 
framework and also contribute to describe the dynamics of public ethics, in an extension of 
the success of a public sector unit's commitment to public ethics. Public ethics is about what 
is perceived as acceptable or unacceptable at a specific time and in a specific context. What 
was ethical yesterday may not be ethical today, and what is ethical today may not be ethical 
tomorrow. Consequently, reigning values, norms, and beliefs construct current internal and 
external ethical expectations of a public sector unit's commitment to public ethics. Therefore, 
the commitment to public ethics might be seen as an on-the-spot-account that reflects the 
society at any given time of its evolution. 
A public sector hierarchy of priorities to a public sector unit's commitment to public ethics is 
introduced based on the previous discussion and models dedicated to internal and external 
ethical expectations of a public sector unit's commitment to public ethics (Figure 5). The 
hierarchy considers the principal parameters of public ethics (i.e. time and context). 
The hierarchy consists of four levels of priority that emphasize the relative importance of a 
public sector unit's commitment to public ethics. The first priority level occurs when there is 
a fast contextual change in a short period of time. This means that reigning values, norms, 
and beliefs change drastically and suddenly in the society. This situation requires a close 
examination of the public sector unit's internal ethical expectations of the operations, and the 
external ethical expectations of the public sector unit's operations. It is an urgent issue to 
address if one is to achieve continuous public ethical success in the society. The time 
constraint of adaptation is very tight in this context. The second priority level occurs when 
there is a fast contextual change in a long period of time. This means that reigning values, 
norms, and beliefs in the society evolve dramatically during a long period of time. There is 
sustained and turbulent change. This situation also requires a close examination of the public 
sector unit's internal ethical expectations of the operations, and the external ethical 
expectations of the public sector unit's of operations. It is an important issue to continuous 
ethical success in the society. The time constraint to adaptation is more generous in this 
context. The third priority level occurs when there is a slow contextual change in a short 
period of time. This means that reigning values, norms, and beliefs in the society change. 
This situation requires an ongoing examination of the public sector unit's internal ethical 
expectations of the operations, and the external ethical expectations of the public sector unit's 
operations. It is an issue of less importance to continuous ethical success in the society. The 
time constraint to adaptation is tight in this context, but the contextual evolution is smooth. 
The fourth priority level occurs when there is a slow contextual change in a long period of 
time. This means that reigning values, norms, and beliefs in the society hardly change. This 
situation requires a conscious examination of the public sector unit's internal ethical 
expectations of the operations, and the external ethical expectations of the public sector unit's 
operations. It is an issue of the least importance in the hierarchy of priorities to continuous 
ethical success in the society. The time constraint to adaptation is generous, as well as the fact 
that the contextual evolution is smooth. 
Final remark 
The theoretical and managerial implications presented in this section may be used for 
teaching and training purposes. In addition, they may be used to position and compare the 
outcome of other replicating studies of the commitment of public sector units to public ethics. 
The implications may also be applicable in an intra-unit public sector context. This means 
that the principal dimensions would refer to a public sector unit's ethical expectations versus 
employees’ ethical expectations. 
Conclusion 
Within the public sector in Sweden, the interest in public sector ethics has begun to evolve 
slowly and the commitment to it is less than well developed at this stage. It does appear that 
this process is being seen as a way that organizations feel that they need to conduct 
operations in this society. The process of introduction and change varies from unit to unit, yet 
the results of this study, tend one to conclude that at this time only a minority of public sector 
units are addressing the issues inherent in ethical practice. 
Evidence is now available to show that codes of ethics are underdeveloped in many of 
Sweden's largest public sector units. Generally, public sector units are just beginning to 
implement a code of ethics. Other complementary initiatives that reinforce the need for the 
culture of the organization to be more ethical than it has been until recently are missing. 
Codes of ethics are perceived by public sector units not to have assisted them in their dealings 
in the society. Some public sector units use their ethical values to underpin their strategic 
planning process. It appears to be that some, but not enough, public sector units implicitly see 
ethics as a fundament of their daily operations. 
The researchers also have concerns with the lack of use of the range of support measures that 
one could invoke to inculcate the ethos of the code into the public sector units and that are 
indicative of a high commitment to being ethical. There is an obvious lack of staff training, 
ethics committees, whistleblowing procedures, and ombudsman, that in themselves indicate a 
lower level of commitment than for which one may have hoped. It is not enough to have the 
artefacts of an ethical culture, such as codes, without ensuring that all employees are assisted 
to understand what is required of them. This organization-staff relationship should be one of 
cooperation towards a mutual goal and not be one that could be construed as window 
dressing for the external stakeholders of the public sector unit. One would expect and hope 
that this process of trying to evolve to a higher level of ethical commitment will continue and 
that public sector units will utilize the supporting measures available to them: measures that 
should enhance the ability of the staff of their public sector units to better fulfil the public 
sector unit's desired public ethical ethos. 
Suggestions for further research 
This research was limited to the top 100 Swedish public sector units amongst entities of 
government, county councils, and municipalities. Sweden is a rather unique society in that the 
public sector is large and still dominates in many areas in the country's society. It would be a 
fruitful research contribution to compare the private and public sectors in Sweden in terms of 
the incidence, development, implementation, communication, reason for and benefits of 
codes. Is the public sector ahead of or behind the ethics commitment in the private sector? 
What can they learn from each other? 
Based solely on the artefacts that are used in organizations in the public sector to assist to 
communicate the ethos of the codes, it appears that the commitment of public sector units 
tends to be low. This assumption needs further testing, as it may be just a feature of the 
relatively short period of time in which business ethics has been considered in the public 
sector in Sweden. More in-depth follow up with executives in these public sector units may 
reveal a commitment that, whilst apparently there in principle at this time, has not manifested 
itself in practice. Interviews with senior managers of these public sector units may help to 
clarify this issue. 
This research was also limited to internal ethical expectations, which indicate the lack of 
external ethical considerations. The commitment to public ethics is usually explored, if 
explored at all, in terms of internal ethical expectations, but the simultaneous consideration of 
the external ethical expectations in the society (e.g. among citizens, suppliers and customers 
or other publics) is desirable. Therefore, a dyadic approach considering a public sector unit's 
internal ethical expectations and the external ethical expectations of a public sector unit's 
operations is a suggestion for further research. 
Another suggestion for further research is to consider simultaneously the public sector unit's 
internal expectations and their employees’ internal expectations. The former research 
proposal would have an external approach, while the latter would have an internal approach, 
to the commitment of public ethics in a public sector unit's operations. 
One could also suggest research into the code of ethics and its use in the strategic planning 
process. The code should underpin the philosophy of the company and the strategic plan is 
the means by which this philosophy is operationalized. The lack of links between these two 
integral parts of the organization's operations is worth a further investigation, as they should 
be complementary activities in defining the persona of the organization and that for which it 
stands. Not to align these two areas closely can lead to cognitive dissonance for employees, 
when actions are taken to implement the plan, while the code may caution against such 
behavior. 
Another set of research questions is centered on how as a manager one can take the intent to 
be ethical and then translate this desire in to positive action throughout the organization. This 
paper has presented a large number of initiatives that can be undertaken, but does not address 
the issue of how one can implement these issues. Also how does one link these various 
initiatives together? How does one know that one has been successful? This is often the 
conundrum with business ethics as it is only often in times of crisis that one gets to truly 
judge the performance of the organization. 
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